Intercultural mediation through picturebooks by Morgado, Margarida
 
Comunicação e sociedade 
Special Issue | 2019
Comunicação intercultural e mediação nas sociedades
contemporâneas
Intercultural mediation through picturebooks







Centro de estudos de comunicação e sociedade
Printed version
Date of publication: 28 May 2019




Margarida Morgado, « Intercultural mediation through picturebooks », Comunicação e sociedade
[Online], Special Issue | 2019, Online since 28 May 2019, connection on 01 October 2019. URL : http://
journals.openedition.org/cs/927 
Revista Comunicação e Sociedade by CECS is licensed under a Creative Commons Atribuição-Uso Não-
Comercial 4.0 International.
Intercultural mediation through picturebooks
Margarida Morgado
Abstract
Picturebooks are good resources for intercultural mediation with children given their mul-
timodality and topic range related to contemporary living. When carefully selected, picturebooks 
may help children reflect on the multicultural world they live in and learn about meaningful inter-
cultural action. Some examples of picturebooks are used from the Identity and Diversity in Pic-
ture Book Collections project (IDPBC) in order to explore topics related to the superdiversity of 
contemporary societies, such as, living in communities, multiple linguistic identities, approaches 
to mass migration and (voluntary and enforced) mobility. Fictional resources such as these are 
capable of generating empathy in readers and thus can be used to help children understand the 
growing cultural diversity around them, as well as the social phenomena of migration, refugees. 
These fictional resources may also contribute to children’s understanding of social complexity 
at the global scale, at the human rights level, and within rules of democratic action as global 
citizens. Some inclusive didactic approaches are further suggested for using the selected picture-
books with five to 12-year old children in contexts of intercultural mediation.
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Mediação intercultural com álbuns ilustrados
Resumo
É grande o potencial de utilização de livros-álbum no contexto da mediação intercultural 
com crianças e jovens, que recorrem à multimodalidade para contar histórias sobre condições 
sociais de vida mundo atual. Quando criteriosamente selecionados, os livros-álbum permitem 
aos jovens encontrar representações diversas de multiculturalidade e de atuação intercultural 
significativas. Apresentam-se alguns exemplos de como um conjunto de livros-álbum da coleção 
do projeto IDPBC (Identity and Diversity in Picture Book Collections) pode ser usado para ex-
plorar tópicos de superdiversidade das sociedades modernas, tais como, viver em comunidades 
culturalmente muito diversas, construção de múltiplas identidades linguísticas, mobilidades hu-
manas (forçadas e voluntárias) e migrações, em massa. Estes recursos ficcionais, que se apre-
sentam como geradores de empatia entre os leitores, podem ser usados para ajudar crianças a 
compreender a diversidade crescente em que vivem, bem como os fenómenos contemporâneos 
de migração ou refugiados. Eles podem também contribuir para ajudar os jovens a compreen-
der a complexidade social à escala global e ao nível dos direitos humanos e da convivência na 
diversidade de uma cidadania global. Sugerem-se por fim abordagens didáticas inclusivas destes 
materiais, passíveis de serem usadas com crianças (com idades dos cinco aos 12 anos) em situa-
ções de acolhimento e mediação intercultural.
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Introduction
Meek (1991) once wrote that we are the stories we tell in the sense that societies cre-
ate fictions that people then live by in that society (Meek, 1991). She also acknowledged 
that the idea of fictions shaping people’s lives might be uncomfortable for many people. 
However, any fictional or non-fictional narrative we share with others is in fact a strategy 
used to construe reality, rethink the past, present a version of ourselves and of our identi-
ties, or a means by which we look for similarities and for re-imagining ourselves, others 
and the world itself. To read a story or to tell a story are fundamental actions of meaning 
production, of naming that which is not yet named or of (re)constructing real events 
into something else. The choice of a story or of the way we tell it represents a worldview. 
Bruner (1986) claims, in fact, that narrative is a way of thinking, which we shape or re-
member as real, about people who become actors and have intentions and about whom 
we care (Djikic, Oatley & Moldoveanu, 2013, p. 30).
However, caution is needed about the stories we tell. In a recent Ted Talk entitled 
The danger of a single story (Adichie, 2009), the USA-based Nigerian writer Chimamanda 
Ngozie Adichie speaks of the importance of reading and telling stories, in the plural, 
while signalling the dangers of the “single story” and of the reproduction of precon-
ceived ideas, discrimination, prejudice, stereotypes and populism. At the heart of her 
talk against ethnic, racial and social discrimination she calls attention to how important 
stories are: those we tell each other, those that eventually get published, and those that 
are read inside and outside of school. These stories are strategies to represent societies, 
which eventually become dominant narratives, while simultaneously running the risk of 
reducing concrete lived experiences to clichés.
Since reading and listening to stories are a way to produce and re-produce culture, 
it is of the utmost importance to select narratives that are representative of contempo-
rary societal issues if the aim is to use stories to learn about contemporary living. There 
are a couple of useful questions that may be used to select particular stories, such as 
how is a particular cultural aspect or event rendered in the story? Who tells it? How is 
it told? To what effect? Given that “we do not see what we do not know”, how is it that 
stories (in the plural) can enrich our knowledge and recognition of represented reality?
Apart from carefully selecting stories on specific topics or themes for children, it is 
equally fundamental to consider which intercultural mediation strategies might be effec-
tive to engage children in thinking about complex social phenomena and to do so with-
out any need to significantly reduce their complexity. Furthermore, consideration is due 
to mediation strategies that will develop the skills and competences children will need 
in order to live with growing cultural and linguistic heterogeneity at school and superdi-
versity in society (Vertovec, 2006). The ethnic, social and linguistic diversity across each 
migrant group that used to be defined in terms of its geographical location in a town or 
its social and economic status or ethnicity has now to be opened to a different notion. 
The concept of superdiversity throws light on all the variables that may intersect in any 
migrant’s life trajectory and set him or her apart from the rest of ‘his group’ in contem-
porary societies. 
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This chapter thus debates the potential benefits of using selected picturebook sto-
ries for intercultural mediation with children and young people. It sets picturebooks out 
as multimodal representations of reality that need to be carefully selected if they are to 
be used for the purpose of learning about contemporary societies. This is the time when 
diverse populations and cultures come into contact as they have never done before in 
time-space, not only more often but also in a larger scale, not only because of voluntary 
or enforced migration and mobility, but also due to the daily presence of the digital 
media of the Information Society. So, the chapter further highlights a particular social 
configuration that deserves attention, namely multilingualism in schools and in multi-
cultural societies and the need for 21st century education to explore issues of identity and 
otherness in action explicitly and intentionally. 
The chapter then proceeds to consider how any careful selection of fictional re-
sources has to be explored through socio-constructivist pedagogical approaches. Telling, 
sharing and listening to or reading stories is linked to the development of two compe-
tences: intercultural communicative competence and global citizenship. 
The main argument for this chapter is that primary education requires new world-
views and that these can be shared and critically learned from contemporary picture-
books. This is only possible because picturebooks have recently become more involved 
with the representation of global diversity as well as local human action that resonates 
globally, and also because recent studies have shown how stories in picturebooks can 
help readers feel empathy for those they often see as ‘others’. In this sense picturebooks 
can become extremely useful resources to educate children towards democratic global 
citizenship.
The second argument is that the multimodality of picturebooks renders them use-
ful tools for the development of multiliteracies. Multiliteracy competences are crucial 
to understand what is happening in a world that uses complex forms of representation 
based on the spoken word, images and some writing, in striking contrast to school lit-
eracy, still predominantly linked to learning how to read and write. Thus, by focussing on 
picturebooks, where image and text live off each other, we also wish to promote emergent 
pedagogies that are socio-constructivist in nature, inclusive, learner-centred, interactive 
and experiential. Our proposal is to look at picturebooks as a means to mediate complex 
social problems in school environments that are increasingly growing more culturally 
diverse, essentially because children themselves start thinking through pictures and not 
through writing, but also because a picture related to a story does not constitute a lin-
guistic barrier as an oral or written text do. Pictures are, in that sense, particularly suited 
to foster communication in multilingual spaces.
The chapter proceeds with a brief definition of the two competences, intercultural 
communicative competence and global citizenship, which this chapter describes as out-
comes of engaging with telling or reading stories through picturebooks. These core com-
petences described in most European primary curricula will be developed through analy-
sis and inclusive exploration of picturebooks from the “IDPBC – Identity and Diversity 
in Picture Book Collections” project in the context of intercultural mediation actions to 
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be developed in significantly diverse classrooms in terms of the home cultures and the 
home languages of the children in them. Three main objectives have been set for the se-
lection and use of these picturebooks, namely: learning to live in culturally diverse com-
munities, understand how children build multiple linguistic identities, and understand 
migration and mobility in contemporary societies.
Educating for global citizenship and developing intercultural communicative 
competence
Contrarily to what used to happen, all children will inevitably frequently engage 
today with heterogeneous cultural behaviour and events, both face-to-face when they 
contact other people and through what they see and read on digital media. In order to 
make sure that these contacts become encounters, rather than (cultural) shocks, chil-
dren should learn to become critically and knowledgably aware of what surrounds them, 
and thus develop the skills, attitudes and knowledge deemed necessary to live a full life 
in (super)diverse places, to communicate efficiently in culturally and linguistically di-
verse spaces (that is, develop intercultural communicative competence) and further learn 
how to become global citizens.
Global citizenship
Global citizenship is a frequently contested term, given the wide scope of its use 
and the ambiguity it implies. Oxley and Morris (2013, p. 301) call attention to how easy 
it has become to use this concept to refer to situations as diverse as the ban on the veil 
worn by Muslim women in western societies; promote diversity work grounded on reli-
gious difference; deconstruction of hegemonic points of view in Western societies; or em-
powering citizens with the competences to resolve conflicts and counter social injustice.
Although it integrates primary school curricula, the development of citizenship 
education is not often addressed as a “global” issue and is often linked to education for 
development, for human rights and for peace (Oxley & Morris, 2013, p. 302). 
By attempting to anchor intercultural mediation through picturebooks in the concept 
of global citizenship, in this chapter we make use of the notion by Parekh (2013, p. 12) of 
a globally oriented citizen, one that is geographically based on a specific territory, although 
aware and attentive to local repercussions in the global. We also include in global citizen-
ship the competences that are generally defined, normatively, in educational contexts, for 
building citizenship in times of considerable cultural and linguistic diversity, such as, be-
come aware of oneself in the world; become aware of human responsibility on the planet; learn 
about other cultures; develop empathy and responsibility for others at the global scale. 
Intercultural communicative competence
The educational competences just referred are often used to promote a kind of 
intercultural education, which requires from children that they not only learn to know 
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themselves in order to adequately respond to others in intercultural encounters, but also 
become aware of how they are becoming multiple identities, that are flexible and in flow 
(Sen, 2006). 
As an example, let us consider the curricular orientations for primary Science, year 
4, in Portugal (Ministério da Educação, n.d., pp. 100-114), which expects children to 
“develop respect for other peoples and cultures and reject any type of discrimination” 
(Ministério da Educação, n.d., pp. 103-104). There are also references to discovering oth-
ers through their customs and traditions, when these realities are part of school. While, 
for year three, there is mention to learning about the cultures of minorities that might 
eventually live in the neighbourhood or community, with a focus on customs, language, 
food and music (Ministério da Educação, n.d., p. 108).
However, in our view, the intercultural communicative competence that will equip 
children to successfully communicate in a globalized world definitively goes beyond 
learning about other peoples and cultures, to encompass the savoirs defined by Byram 
(1997). It is important to learn how to be / become, how to critically engage with others 
and how to learn in order to not only discover about other people, but also interact with 
them (Byram, 1997). Byram’s (1997) intercultural communicative competence model 
may be summed up as the manifest ability of learners to work with and collaborate effec-
tively with learners from other cultures. This requires knowing how to engage the appro-
priate communicative behaviour and how to negotiate diverse identities in a culturally 
diverse environment. Intercultural communicative competence includes intercultural 
awareness, intercultural sensitivity and intercultural effectiveness.
One of the intercultural effectiveness measurement scales available, by Portalla and 
Chen (2010; see also Mendenhall, Stevens, Bird, Oddou & Osland, 2011), a validated in-
strument used to measure an individual’s capacity to attain communicative objectives in 
intercultural interactions, assesses interest and curiosity for people of other cultures, as 
well as interest in being well understood (which they call the continuous learning dimen-
sion, further subdivided in self-awareness and exploration). It further assesses interest in 
understanding other peoples and in maintaining relationships with people that are dif-
ferent from us (which is defined as the interpersonal engagement dimension, subdivided 
into global mind set and relationship interest). Finally, it also assesses how individual are 
able to understand the psychological and emotional differences that may concur to es-
tablish points of contact, thus diminishing the psychological effort required from inter-
acting with people that are different (called the dimension of Hardiness, further divided 
into positive regard and emotional resilience).
Adapting the dimensions of intercultural effectiveness and the development of 
intercultural communicative competence into concrete classroom activities requires, 
in our view, that learning activities explicitly involve diverse perspectives on the same 
topic, thus enhancing exchanges of opinions from diverse points of view. Furthermore, 
materials and resources have to yield diverse perspectives on the same topic. Thirdly, 
working groups should include members from diverse origins or from diverse contexts 
in classroom dynamics that open up space for all present to share their points of view 
(Gregersen-Hermans, 2015, p. 47).
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As regards the use of fiction to develop this competence, a study published in 2013 
by a team of researchers from the University of Toronto, Djikic et al. (2013) concludes 
that participants (among college students) who initially did not reveal openness to oth-
ers, after reading short fictional texts, and in opposition to those who read non-fiction 
essays only, showed higher open-mindedness after reading fiction. 
The authors conclude that although reading non-fiction may be useful to learn 
about any subject, it does not help thinking about it. A fictional text will, in true essence, 
be about the social world, about individuals who interact in the social world and thus 
raises the cognitive empathy of readers, namely their capacity for social reasoning and 
their emotional interest. In this research study empathy was measured in terms of the 
ability of the individual to adopt the point of view of others (cognitive empathy); and of 
compassion for the less fortunate (emotional empathy).
Although it may not be possible to make direct links from the results of this study 
to children’s engagement with narratives in picturebooks, or even assume that feelings 
of emotional empathy towards others as a result of reading will be sustained over time, 
these results nonetheless open up new avenues of thought on how fiction may be used 
to learn to engage with others and to develop empathy. Results also point to the need 
to explore in more depth the area of children’s fiction in education so as to promote at-
titudes of greater openness and empathy in children. 
In terms of fictional engagement, these aspects relate to how readers are willing to 
identify with the narrative worldview, the objectives and intentions of fictional protago-
nists, how they feel aligned with certain characters, and how they become close to what 
is told as if they had taken part in it. Djikic et al. (2013, p. 33) additionally call attention to 
the functions of simulation that are triggered by fictional narratives, as they invite read-
ers to imagine worlds that are within the limits of possibility and to guess probable dis-
closures. Moreover, fictions promote emotional involvement and understanding of the 
emotions of others (other characters) and their thoughts. Research by Speer, Reynolds & 
Zacks (2009) corroborates that reading fictional simulations involve the exact same brain 
structures used for comparable actions and perceptions in real life, without the eventual 
negative impacts and incomprehension or cultural shock (Speer et al., 2009, p. 33). 
Studies in this area with pre-school children correlate as positive the stories the chil-
dren were told and the films they have watched and the development of empathy at this 
stage, in clear opposition to, for example, watching television (Speer et al., 2009, p. 34).
Imagining the global world and hoe children build linguistic identities
Several primary curricular topics might be selected to develop global citizenship in 
primary schools, both from a normative and an experiential perspective, although prima-
ry resources seldom use those we will mention or approach them through picturebooks.. 
It makes sense to organise intercultural mediation activities, to be led by teachers 
or social educators, around broad topics and to define learning aims for those topics. As 
an example of how to engage with the IDPBC collection of picturebooks, a topic might 
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be selected concerning local issues in connection to global issues, namely Imagining 
the global world and within this broad topic elect to discuss how linguistic identities are 
constituted in order to highlight that linguistic identities are constructed and that each 
individual may exhibit multiple linguistic identities.
This choice of topic for developing intercultural mediation through picturebooks 
determines the need to combine a set of picturebooks and didactic approaches capable 
of promoting awareness of the linguistic diversity in the global/ised world by involving 
all students and building on their cultural and linguistic diversity.
However, this is a sensitive topic that worries teachers and mediators in multicul-
tural schools and that they have problems in addressing; their concern is often how to 
fully understand children and young people who come from different cultures, speak dif-
ferent languages and have been previously schooled in quite different contexts.
Connected to the issue of multilingualism at school is the social issue of mass mi-
gration that also needs to be addressed. Contemporary societies are the stage of grow-
ing voluntary and enforced mobility at the global scale. It is thought that every single 
individual will have to learn several languages throughout life in order to travel, learn, 
work and live in places which, even though some will continue to exhibit dominant single 
cultures, will become increasingly more international and multilingual. Moreover, criti-
cal access to digital information and multimedia, freedom of speech (to consume and 
produce content) and empowerment through a voice that can be heard in a global world 
(Unesco, n.d.) determine use of certain languages of power.
Furthermore, linguistic issues of effective communication are often marginalised 
from intercultural mediation. Intercultural mediation is essentially also intercultural com-
munication, which can be facilitated through several strategies, namely by using effective 
communication strategies, adequate resources and learning/teaching approaches that 
will render communication among culturally different people easier. A couple of exam-
ples of the latter are creative uses of resources and comparisons or contrasts of infor-
mation and resources. Additionally, experiential practices about other cultures, peoples 
and places can be introduced into classrooms from very early on, so that exchanges of 
information and knowledge with other children become routine. Digital resources are key 
to these exchanges, such as the e-twinning platform or setting up telecollaborative indi-
vidual, group or class projects (virtual online exchanges) and even study visits abroad.
Representing superdiversity
A little bit of context may be required to identify arguments prior to intercultural 
mediation through picturebooks to address the topic of “Imagining the global world and 
hoe children build linguistic identities”.
The emergent world community (Israel, 2012, p. 79) due to global mass migration, 
characterised by global mobility of people and the decline of homogeneous communities 
gives rise to new educational contexts that need to explore exchanges, peer relations, col-
laboration and cooperation, interdisciplinary work and new roles for languages and other 
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school subjects, but above all has to focus on the new skills and competences needed to 
survive in the world. 
The inherent problems are linked to emergent social and demographic patterns of 
many European countries. There are pressures on the concepts social workers and the 
public in general hold on migrants and multicultural societies. There are new complexi-
ties of how the new migrants or foreigners occupy territories, in small dispersed groups, 
from multiple origins, with some transnational connections, economically and socially 
differentiated, with diverse political and legal statuses, (seasonal workers, tourists, spe-
cial visa holders, managerial staff in multinational companies, refugees, migrants, for-
eign exchange students, asylum seekers, etc.). 
The emergent problems are often of a cultural and linguistic nature (users of di-
verse language-cultures using the same territory and the need to communicate in the 
framework of cultural diversity) and they express the superdiversity described by Ver-
tovek (2006), a concept which reflects the diverse social, national, ethnic, and linguistic 
variables that intersect and influence the trajectories, social milieus and highly differenti-
ated composition of migrant groups in the 21st century. In London alone, according to 
the author, who cites Baker and Mohieldeen (2000),  and just to quote an example, 300 
languages are spoken in schools (a number based in a total number of school pupils of 
896.743), which puts schools, local councils and other public services under tremendous 
stress. Moreover, linguistic superdiversity is also accompanied by growing religious di-
versity within, for example, the Muslim group, based on origin, and transnational mi-
grant cultural practices are today more varied than they ever were in the past (Vertovek, 
2006). There is, thus, the additional risk of groups living parallel lives without significant 
intercultural relationships in the same territory (Vertovek, 2006, p. 27). 
Thus, we conclude that for understanding contemporary social realities, it is im-
portant to contact with representations of mixed neighbourhoods, where people meet 
each other in their daily routines (commuting, shopping, going to school, etc.). This is a 
valuable idea to show how ethnic, social, gender, age, and location variables intersect in 
the context of daily life.
Representing linguistic diversity
One of the strategies used to cope with superdiversity is the preservation and pro-
motion of multilingual policies (learning or valuing the use of several languages through-
out life). This should be accompanied by strategies of social cohesion and inclusion, 
such as accepting, valuing and interacting with people that are different from us. 
However, the use of a lingua franca for communication, such as English, is a strat-
egy put into place to guarantee some linguistic unity. Thus, English is one of the foreign 
languages most widely learned at primary schools.
The hegemony of English in the world may be looked upon as a power structure of 
domination, but English may also be looked at as a language connected to a myriad of 
linguistic identities, used to mediate between mother tongues (as a foreign or second 
language) (Breidbach, 2003). 
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Since the most relevant political, economic, social, cultural, ecologic and techno-
logical issues that affect peoples’ lives are decided globally and cannot be contained 
either geographically or socially, participation at the local, national and supranational 
levels presuppose a heightened linguistic awareness about which language to use and 
how to interact with speakers of other languages on equal terms and through valuing 
their own and others’ multiple linguistic identities.
A plural, diverse and intercultural society cares about how ideas, opinions and per-
spectives on reality are shared, no matter how diverse they reveal themselves to be. 
Multilingual education that is intercultural is happy to accommodate the needs of a di-
verse community. It accepts and integrates multiple new experiences that arise from the 
circumstances and the needs of diverse groups, cultures and identities. These may fall 
within the private realm of family, friends, daily chores, and forms of address, as within 
the public realm, such as for example being a student in a school. 
Consequently, picturebooks should render diverse linguistic identities visible, not 
only as a means to present a multilingual worldview, but also in order to promote mul-
tiple cultural competence, inter-language (Rampton, 2005) and multilingual practices 
(Harris, 2003).
Several stories on the same topic: migrating
In their concrete lives, children are offered diverse images and stories of migrants, 
refugees, relatives that have moved to another country or have come back, as well as the 
many reasons that have led them to do so. These may be unique stories that simplify 
complex situations and malign some characters or situations. They may also be isolated 
images that are difficult to understand, as children lack contextual information. 
In order to render justice to contemporary social complexity, human mobility must 
be framed as a cultural encounter that may be either negative (causing fear, anxiety and 
violence) or positive (in the sense of an opportunity for innovation and creativity). A cul-
tural encounter may result both in cultural shock, as in group and cultural intersections 
that give rise to new social arrangements. It may cause segregation, conflict and war, as 
it may give rise to new creative and innovative ways of life.
When looked at in this way, the concept of human mobility opens up space to un-
derstand how individual and group identities are in constant flux, intersecting spaces, 
(historical) time and imagination.
Thus, it is important to explore intercultural encounters in several stories, with 
examples of continuities and discontinuities that occur in the mobility situations told by 
picturebooks, while simultaneously making clear that picturebooks are cultural practices 
of adults for children and ways of telling and showing, even imagining, society that can 
be discussed. As such picturebooks will become key contributors to political and ideo-
logical education and communicate certain ideas and meanings (Lewis, 2002).
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Selected picturebooks
The use of images and pictures as storyboards, as is the case in picturebooks and 
graphic novels, has often been utilised in European contexts as a strategy to familiarise 
migrant children and children from various minority ethnic backgrounds with multiple 
representations of the societies they inhabit and with the social capital of school. A re-
cent example with wide media coverage is the creation of a library of picturebooks with 
no words for the Lampedusa island refugee children called Silent books: final destination 
Lampedusa1.
Is there a more expressive language for a child than a succession of pictures to cre-
ate a story (with or without words), which engages the child’s imagination in construing 
and re-construing her own experience, while attempting to interpret what she sees from 
her own implicit or explicit resources of cultural knowledge while using her own linguistic 
repertoires? 
Visual images are dominant in the first years of structured learning and are used 
to explore children’s emotions and worldviews. Children’s literacies are intricately wo-
ven with the ways in which children learn to see and are able to recognise what they see 
(Meek, 1991). As much as they need to learn to read, children need to learn how to look 
at pictures in a picturebook, since they will never be able to do so, if they are not explic-
itly taught or shown how to do it. Pictures in a picturebook are not just illustrations of 
the printed words; they are a distinct form of representation that uses specific semiotic 
codes shared not only by literature, but also by television, film, audio-visual and digital 
production. 
Additionally, as pointed out by Meek (1991), by perusing picturebooks, we are mak-
ing several assumptions, namely that we live in a culture where pictures and narratives 
that use pictures matter and are common ways to organize the world; but also that books 
for children are also used by other audiences and that picturebooks are at the heart of de-
bates about how to transition from a print-based literacy to multiliteracies, how to teach 
visual literacy and transcultural narrative conventions (discourse varieties, multiple ways 
of learning, presenting and representing reality, diverse articulations of  world issues).
Finally, by creating conditions for the child to interact culturally with the pictures in 
a picturebook, we are creating the space for learning practices of mutual acceptance and 
integration of the cultural capital represented in the picturebooks and the child’s own 
cultural capital. These practices lie at the heart of the prevention of segregation, isola-
tion, and closure of those who do not see themselves or their experiences (or languages) 
represented in media perused at school.  
Identity and diversity in picturebooks: the IDPBC collection
The pedagogical approach presented uses as resource an international collection 
of picturebooks called Identity and Diversity in Picture Book Collections. The IDPBC project 
developed an annotated catalogue of 24 picturebooks for children aged five to 12 years on 
1 Available at http://www.ibby.org/awards-activities/activities/silent-books/ 
Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. especial, 2019
173
Intercultural mediation through picturebooks . Margarida Morgado
the themes of identity and diversity. This catalogue is available online, as a flip book2. The 
catalogue summarily describes a collection of international contemporary picturebooks, 
partly available online, that have the educational potential to develop all competences 
described above. The aim of the collection and of the didactic suggestions that accom-
pany them is to equip educators, teachers and social workers with resources and compe-
tences to mediate new social realities with children and young people through informal 
(familial, social and ethnic networks), non-formal and formal educational activities.
By contrast to other fictional resources, picturebooks afford diverse benefits to di-
verse groups of learners and in particular to reluctant pre-readers (Botelho & Rudman, 
2010; Cotton & Daly, 2014; Roche, 2010, 2015) or children who speak other languages 
than the official languages of school. Visual representations are easier than printed text 
to yield to polyphonic interpretation based on each reader’s own experience. 
Graham (1990, p. 27) points out that a child reads pictures in a picturebook as real 
life behaviour, thus gaining information on how people from different cultures live and 
interact and intrinsically absorbs diverse forms of cultural interaction. Baghban (2007, 
p. 71) recognises in picturebooks the potential to help migrant children deal with the 
challenges they are facing, such as, for example, relating with older generations and their 
traditions, keeping in contact with relatives that live far away, and weaving positive bonds 
with the homeland. This may be of particular relevance in a globalised technological 
world of massive voluntary and enforced mobility.
We will proceed now to identify the picturebooks from the collection that could 
be used to comply with the intercultural mediation objectives set above: To represent 
multicultural and multi-ethnic neighbourhoods, where people meet each other in their 
daily routines (commuting, shopping, schools), Last stop on market street (de la Pena & 
Robinson, 2015) and We are all born free (Amnesty International, 2015) were selected. 
My two blankets (Kobald & Blackwood, 2014) was chosen to represent diverse linguistic 
identities and multilingual practices. Finally, in order to explore intercultural encounters 
in several stories, with examples of continuities and discontinuities that occur in the mo-
bility situations, four picturebooks were selected, namely Migrando (Mateos, 2010), Azzi 
in between (Garland, 2012),  Akim court (Dubois, 2012) and The Island (Greder, 2008).
The next section briefly introduces each picturebook and some suggestions on how 
it can be used with children in the framework described above.
Intercultural dynamics
It is known that access to resources is simply not enough to support educators in 
promoting 21st century educational goals. Thus, it is important to present picturebooks 
in connection with some inclusive transversal strategies of how to use them for the pur-
poses described above. Inclusive activities with picturebooks could include relating the 
2 Available at http://www.diversitytales.com/flipbooks/bookcollection/
Annotated bibliographic catalogue. Available at http://diversitytales.com/flipbooks/bookcollection/files/assets/basic-html/
page-1.html 
Guide for enhancing inclusive practices. Disponível em http://diversitytales.com/resources/IDPBC_Guide.pdf 
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visual text with the child’s own personal experience; help the child find her own voice to 
give an opinion on what she sees; invite the child to use several languages (verbal, visual, 
kinaesthetic) in order to express her own meanings; invite children to react actively to 
what they are looking at; or explore themes, topics and ideas that emerge from the pic-
turebook by inviting diverse and multiple perspectives.
If the aim is to help develop in children global citizenship and intercultural com-
municative competence, there is something worth remembering, which is that children 
think in images first and only after that, in words. Images and pictures are a language 
that approximates the child to the story, especially so if they do not feel at ease with the 
language of the host country.  
Additionally, there must be prompts to explore pictures, so open questions should 
be asked in order to activate how children read pictures. A couple of examples are given 
for each picturebook.
Cosmopolitan living with others
Last stop on market street (de la Pena & Robinson, 2015) and We are all born free 
(Amnesty International, 2015) represent mixed neighbourhoods where people meet each 
other in their daily routines (commuting, shopping, or going to school).
Figure 1: Cover of Last stop on Market Street
Source: de la Pena and Robinson, 2015
Last stop on Market Street (2015), by Matt de la Pena and Christian Robinson, tells 
the story of an Afro-American boy who catches a bus with his grandmother. On the way 
to their destination, which is kept secret till the very end of the picturebook, the boy, CJ, 
keeps asking questions about why he does not own a car like his friend Colby; or why he 
doesn’t have an IPod like the other boys that are riding the bus, etc.; and to each of his 
questions, dictated by comparison with others, envy or jealousy, CJ’s grandmother Nana 
answers lightly, by making him value what he has rather than what he doesn’t, especially 
the people that surround him. On the bus grandmother and grandson strike a conversa-
tion with a blind man, listen to a guitar concert and eventually, while they follow after a 
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man in a wheelchair, they arrive at a community kitchen where CJ’s grandmother and CJ 
himself help out on a voluntary basis.
Suggestions to explore the picturebook: What is ‘inner beauty’? Look around 
you and identify all that you do not think as beautiful. Draw those things on 
paper. 
Or: Do you know where to go and who to address if you wanted to do volun-
tary work like CJ and Nana? You could do it among your relatives…
Or: How can diversity make your community stronger? Create a book on the 
diversity of your community.
Figure 2: Cover of We are all born free
Source: Amnesty International (2015)
We Are All Born Free, by Amnesty International (2015), is a version of the Human 
Rights Declaration by 30 of the top illustrators in the world. In a variety of styles of illus-
tration, the picturebook explores human life across diverse contexts and situations, while 
promoting concrete real contexts for each Human Right with children at the heart of each 
visual scene. The pictures in themselves are already debate cues to explore reasons why 
people come from diverse origins, what characteristics they share with one another, simi-
larities and differences, and how to respect those that are different from us. 
Suggestions to explore the picturebook: Create stories from each page; 
Draw the Human Rights; Role play the characters represented in each pic-
ture and create drama scenarios with dialogue.
Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. especial, 2019
176
Intercultural mediation through picturebooks . Margarida Morgado
Assuming multilingual identities
The picturebook by Irena Kobald, illustrated by Freya Blackwood, My two blankets 
(2014), was selected to explore how children build linguistic identities, how they learn a 
new language and by learning it, change their outlook on life.
Figure 3: Cover of My Two Blankets
Source: Kobald and Balckwood, 2014
My two blankets (Kobald & Blackwood, 2014) tells the story of a recently arrived girl 
from a culture that can be presumed as African, given the colours used (orange, red) and 
the straw hut like houses. Allegedly she has moved away from her homeland for secu-
rity reasons and is now living in a probably European-like city, represented through pale 
blues, greys and beiges. There she feels odd. Everything looks strange: food, animals, 
plants, and wind. There is a stream of odd words around her, so strong that she feels 
annihilated. That is why she takes refuge in her old blanket, covered in objects that she 
feels safe with. In her blanket she feels safe, so safe she does not feel the need to interact 
with what goes on around her. While walking in the park with her mother, for the third 
time, she meets a local girl she has seen before. She does not know her language, but she 
recognises the smile. A friendship grows, which does not, however, erase her solitude 
and sadness, until the girl starts bringing her new words, more and more words. These 
words start decorating the girl’s new blanket and to lose their cold and harsh character-
istics. The new blanket is, at first, small and thin, until it grows into something as com-
fortable, mild and warm as the precious first blanket and until she wears both blankets 
comfortably.
Suggestions to explore the picturebook: How would you feel if you had to 
remain in another country for a long period of time? Look at the end pa-
pers of the picturebook and select the objects you consider most important. 
Which would you carry with you if you could only take 10?
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Or: What is a blanket? What is it for? How do you feel in relation to a blan-
ket? Does everybody feel the same way?
Or: Compare the blanket the main character feels comfortable with and that 
she covers herself with to sleep with the new blanket she creates: do they 
have the same shape? Do they have the same colours? Do they represent 
similar objects?  
Or: Draw a blanket for your mother tongue: think of shape, colour and ob-
jects you would decorate it with. Next, draw another blanket for another 
language you know: think again about shape, colour and objects you would 
decorate it with. Compare your blankets with those of your colleagues. What 
would you add or remove from your blankets?
Perspectives on migration and mobility
Is it relevant to debate with children human rights and the rights of migrants, refu-
gees or asylum seekers? In our opinion, it is, because children are surrounded by these 
issues, they have heard them in the news and adults talking, and also because they 
have probably already experienced situations of injustice, prejudice, conflict, of deciding 
against the flow of the majority or condoning with majority decisions. 
The following four picturebooks present and represent diverse perspectives on 
types of contemporary human mobility: voluntary and enforced, when people search for 
work or for better living conditions elsewhere, when they flee armed conflicts, from the 
perspective of those who arrive in a new territory and of those who flee a territory, with 
happy and not so happy endings, or even unfortunate endings, through several different 
visual styles, by authors from diverse language cultures, using a wide range of colours or 
just primary colours, black and white, in comics style, pencil drawing, etc.
Figure 4: Cover of Akim court
Source: Dubois, 2012
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Akim court, by C.K. Dubois (2012), tells the story of a boy child who runs away from 
armed conflict, is caught by soldiers and eventually arrives at a refugee camp. Akim is 
the child lost in a war zone. At the beginning, Akim is just a child playing football with 
other children outside home. Then he experiences violence, loss, alienation and lives 
the drama of becoming a refugee. Throughout the story Akim holds on to a bond with 
his mother by looking for and hanging on for protection to other fleeing women with 
children. This story is predominantly visual, in pencil drawings, interspersed with some 
printed text that sums up several drawings in sequence.
Figure 5: Cover of Azzi in between
Source: Garland, 2012
Azzi in between, by Sarah Garland (2012), tells the story of how a migrant family 
(father, mother and child) tries to adapt to the new culture after a dreadful car and boat 
journey. Adapting to the new culture implies learning a new language, finding a home 
and going back to school. Azzi learns the new language, makes a new friend, shares her 
story with children who have similar stories and simultaneously keeps holding on to her 
own home culture. She has brought with her a seed that eventually germinates in the new 
home. This story encourages readers to respond emotionally to fear, separation, loss, 
hope and the ability to start a new.
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Figure 6: Cover of Migrando
Source: Mateos, 2010
Migrando, by Mariana Chiesa Mateos (2010), is a wordless picturebook (apart from 
title), which tells a story of emigration up to the middle of the book and then requires 
the reader to turn the book around and read it from the back cover to the middle, where 
a story of immigration is depicted.  It connects human migration to other animal migra-
tions, such as those of birds, which exhibit little human heads, and covers a wide range 
of means of transportation (train, plane, boat), while focussing on emotions connected 
both to leaving and arriving. 
Figure 7: Cover of The island
Source: Greder, 2008
The island, by Armin Greder (2008), is a dark picturebook (some might qualify 
it as a graphic novel) about a community which refuses to integrate a castaway or to 
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allow him to settle on their fortress-like island. In the end the castaway is driven back 
to the sea, off a cliff and left to die. Important moral principles and relative values are 
dramatized through the narrative. Readers are made to reflect on the meaning of social 
justice, accepting the strangeness of others, becoming a host country. The graphic novel 
also approaches issues of exclusion, linguistic and cultural barriers, xenophobia, lack of 
knowledge about the others, fear and prejudice. It further exhibits the emotions of those 
that look for protection, such as sadness, isolation, absence of human relationships, 
courage and despair. 
Suggestions to explore the picturebook: Show the covers of the four picture-
books and invite readers to think themselves as the main character of one 
of those stories. Which would you like to be? Why? What would you feel? 
How do you know those would be your emotions? 
Or: By juxtaposing several pictures from the four picturebooks one could 
ask a series of questions: how would you treat a migrant or a refugee? Have 
you ever travelled? Was everything the same? What was different? What did 
you feel? Which do you think would be the new experiences of a refugee or 
migrant in your country? (This activity would work best if the social worker 
or educator selected 4 pictures that are related to routines, such as going to 
school, fear, touching another human being or doing house chores such as 
cleaning, cooking or eating).
Or: New sequence of pictures from several picturebooks about getting to-
gether followed by questions such as: What does it mean to be entitled to 
a home? How do you feel at home? What do you do at home? Who is at 
home? How would you welcome Azzi in your home? How would you make 
Azzi feel at ease?  
Or: Use a sequence of pictures from the above picturebooks: a fortress, a girl 
reading, boys playing football outside, a school where children are engaged 
in learning. Ask the following questions: what makes a place safe? Why do 
we fear other people? Is fear something you build up or is it something in-
herent to things, animals, and people? Why do we fear the unknown? What 
is courage? How would you rewrite these stories? 
Conclusions
To reflect on contemporary social conditions with children requires adequate re-
sources, such as a collection of picturebooks able to communicate unstable meanings 
and imagination (Lewis, 2002), to be explored by prospective readers. Meanings and im-
agination as conveyed in these resources should invite meaning making so that readers 
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are led to build, negotiate and transform their worldviews (Botelho & Rudman, 2009).
It is also to be expected that there will be disjunctions between the interpretations 
offered by adults on picturebooks and responses given by children and young adults. 
Both groups will hold different interests, share different circumstances and probably 
have quite different notions on what reading means. 
It has been attempted to show what may be achieved from a pedagogical point of 
view. First, to compile a collection of picturebooks that may be representative of an ap-
proach and has the ability to reproduce and distribute meanings. Next, to present sug-
gestions on how to explore these books with readers so as to generate opportunities for 
them to learn about the world and develop the necessary competences to act in it.
The contemporary social world being what it is, picturebooks were emphasised for 
their potential to promote the visual literacy of children. 
However, it must be also clear what was not done. Picturebooks about specific eth-
nic groups or about particular cultures were neither presented nor promoted. Even when 
the topic of refugees was explored, the topic was placed within the framework of migra-
tion that is variously motivated and from the perspective of several literary and cultural 
traditions through the use of picturebooks from diverse linguistic cultures. 
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